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DEFINING READING 

Though the exact definition of what constitutes 

reading varies from scholar to scholar and 

country to country, it can be agreed the that the 

process of reading is a set of complex cognitive 

functions. In fact, as Abu Shihab (2011) points 

out, the act of reading is so complex that it spans 

the fields of psychology, linguistics and 

sociology. He refers to Anderson and Pearson 

(1984) to illustrate that reading is the acquisition 

of new information as compared to old 

information already possessed by the reader. 

This is contrasted, by Abu Shihab (2011) 

through sentiments that echo Wittgenstein’s 

language and universe limitations standpoint. 

against a citation of Goodman (1976) which 

asserts that reading is a “psycholinguistic 

guessing game” that is at the intersection of both 

thought and language. However, Palani (2012) 

states that reading requires the reader to bring 

prior experiences and thoughts in order to 

understand a text, rather than interpreting words 

from text only.  

DEVELOPING A READING CULTURE/ 

SOCIETY 

When discussing building a reading society, or 

culture, it is important to distinguish between 

reading habits and literacy. Literacy, as Etim 

(2008) points out, the latter, refers to literacy as 

“an individual’s ability to read, write and speak 

in English.” (cited in Igwe 2011). Where as a 

reading habit is using reading as a regular 

activity and is fundamental to student success 

(Nssien, 2008 cited in Igwe 2011).  It is 

pertinent to, first, define the complex concept of 

culture before defining a reading culture. When 

defining culture, Ruterana (2011) quotes 

Vygotsky (1993) as defining culture as “the 

product of man’s social life and his public 
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activity.” He goes on to postulate a reading 

culture, by Vygotsky’s definition is a society in 

which people utilize reading as a means to 

conduct their daily lives. Magara and Batambuze 

(2005 cited in Stranger-Johannessen 2014). In 

addition, (Stranger-Johannessen 2014) contents 

that, based on previous studies, “developing a 

reading culture is not just about quantity of 

reading.” It is agreed upon that the key to 

sustainable reading culture lies in a person’s 

motivation to read, just as Mansor et al. (2012) 

concluded. Scholars agree that, although there is 

no single way to measure reading as a single 

entity, a reading society can be measured by the 

number of avid, or active, readers.  

In line with Palani’s (2012) identification of 

factors that contribute to avid reading, Mansor et 

al. (2012) took the idea a few step further 

through quantitative research focusing on the 

major areas of home and school. To that end, 

Mansor et al. (2012) points out that development 

of healthy reading habits, which lead to avid 

reading, begin during childhood. He identifies 

that children which an active interest come from 

“supportive literary environments at home.” He 

asserted that children with a high interest in 

reading came from parents that support the 

literary environments at home (ibid). In 

Mansor’s study, they used a cross-sectional 

survey with two mixed-gender target groups and 

profiled the habitual reader in order to identify 

differences in impacting factors. This follows 

the habitual reader profile identified by Pandian 

(2000) through the Explanatory Model of 

Reading Behavior.  

The results of Mansor et al (2012) finds that 

reading beings at home during childhood and is 

carried on, almost dependently, through the 

community. A significant finding also points to 

parental involvement, and a need to stay 

motivated by those outside the home.  

 

Fig1. Pandian’s Explanatory model of reading behaviour 

Purpose and Context 

The government of the United Arab Emirates 

declared 2016 be the Year of Reading. This 

declaration was not a one-off initiative, but it 

was part of a boarder framework and long term 

strategy to create a well-read society. To this 

end, the UAE unveiled 10-year plan underscored 

by a new reading law.  The reading law and 10-

year plan are part of the crucial development of 

the society of the UAE. Since the dramatic 

publication of the amount Arab children read 

which states that average Arab child reads just 

an average of six minutes a year (Cited in 

Khaleej Times, 2015).  Roughly, this translates 

to 30 seconds per month which is enough to 

alarm even the most well-read societies.  

Therefore, it is pertinent to look into 

understanding the reading culture of Emiratis 

and residents in the UAE as well as the factors 

that impact it. For the purpose of this research, it 

is necessary to expand on the Explanatory 

Model of Reading Behavior. 

This study attempts to answer three research 

questions as follows: 

R1) Is there an active reading culture in the UAE 

among citizens and residents? How much to they 

read? 

R2) Is there a relationship between being an 

active reader and amount and variety of books: 

at home and in the classroom?  

R3) Is there a relationship between external 
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encouragement (parent), and general 

community) and being an active reader? 

METHODOLOGY  

This study looks at the relationships between 

self-identified active readers, amount and variety 

of reading materials available (in homes and 

schools), and external motivation (in homes and 

the community). It is based on a dataset of a 

total of 200 people who participated in the study, 

this included both Emirati citizens and expatriate 

residents of the country.   

The study is quantitative in nature and identifies 

the factors impacting reading habits of people in 

the United Arab Emirates in three major areas of 

focus. These areas are the home, the school and 

the community. This was conducted using a 

random sample of general population of the 

UAE.  The model framework for this study 

(shown in Fig 2) is adapted based on the work of 

Mansor (2012), Palani (2012) and Pandian 

(2000) used as a base for the questions asked for 

data collection. It mainly focuses on the factors 

that impact reading habits, as well as, the 

highlighting the importance of external 

motivation.  

 

Fig2. 

The survey method was implemented for this 

study to collect the data. An electronic survey 

composed of 37 questions was distributed to the 

participants via Twitter.  

All participants completed a minimum of high 

school and were between the ages of 16 and 58. 

The pool of participants was made up of both 

males and females. It is noteworthy to state that 

the more than half of the participants were UAE 

citizens. The highest number of responses 

identified as being residents of Dubai, Abu 

Dhabi, and Sharjah at 45.2%, 28.1%, and 15.1% 

respectively.  

Data Collection and Measurement  

For the measure of responses, the questions of 

the survey fall into two main categories: Open-

ended and multiple choice on a Likert scale. 

Participants were asked to answer simple 

questions about reading habits in the three areas 

of home, school and community.  

The survey was divided into five sections:  

1. General reading habits 

2. Reading habits at home 

3. Reading habits at school 

4. Reading Habits in the community 

5. Background demographics 

In the first section, participants were asked to 

identify how much of an active reader they are 

as well as the daily and weekly frequency with 

which they read. They were also how often they 

purchase reading materials and the frequency, 

preferred language, favorite medium, and 

location for reading. The second section asked 

the participants to rank the motivation by their 

guardians and siblings to read at home. In 

addition to the amount and variety of reading 

materials that were available to them in their 

houses. Finally, participants were asked to 

disclose their guardians highest level of 

education. The third and fourth sections revolve 

around variety, amount, and accessibility to 

reading materials and facilities. Also, these 

sections rank external encouragement to utilize 

these facilities.  The fifth, and final, section 

collects background demographics on the 

participants and asks for their thoughts on the 

reading culture of the UAE. 

Data Analysis  

The data analysis was conducted using SPSS, 

focusing on cross tabulation, and the chi-square 

test to see the link between variables. 

RESULTS 

R1) Is there an active reading culture in the UAE 

among citizens and residents? How much to they 

read? 

Table 1 shows a more accurate the distribution 

of participants’ location, and how active of a 

reader they consider themselves to be. 
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Table1. 

 

In terms of the sample of participants whose 

responses were collected for this study, the 

highest number of responses identified as being 

residents of Dubai, Abu Dhabi, and Sharjah at 

45.2%, 28.1%, and 15.1% respectively. 

Although this sample is relatively small, 

compared to the general population, it indicates 

that most participants identify themselves as 

fairly active, medium, and not active. Very 

active readers only account for almost 10% of 

the total number participants. While the highest 

number of participants, 57, consider themselves 

to be somewhat active readers, 49 participants 

claimed to be fairly active, 46 said they were 

medium, and 27 were not active at all. 

 Participants who considered themselves to be 

active readers identify as reading more 3 or 

more hours per day, outside assigned readings. 

On the flipside, those who identified as not 

being active readers read “0 hours” per day 

outside of assigned reading. 

R2) Is there a relationship between being an 

active reader and amount and variety of books: 

at home and in the classroom?  

In answer to R2, it cross tabulation and the chi-

square test reveal that child exposure to books 

during childhood, for this sample of participants, 

interesting information. First it must be clarified 

that the assigned values to the variable labeled 

do you consider yourself an “Active reader”, 

which will be used throughout this study, is 

ranked with the following values: 

1. Not active  

2. Somewhat active  

3. Medium  

4. Fairly active  

5. Very active  

It must also be pointed out that active readers are 

those who have developed healthy reading 

habits and not active readers have not. 

Most (26.5%) of “fairly active” readers had 

either between 100-200 as children, compared to 

most (23.9 %) “medium” readers who had less 

than 50 books at home. Notably, the category 

with the most participants (57 in total) identified 

themselves as was “somewhat active.” An equal 

number of respondents, within the 57 total, 

reported 24.6% exposure to 100-200 books in 

their households. Likewise, another 24.6% also 

reported exposure to 50-100 books in the home.  

Self-identified “very active” readers were 

15.8%, 21.1%, and 26.3% exposed to 100-200, 

50-100, and more than 500 books respectively. 

When the chi-square test was applied to these 

values, it gave a p-value of 0.165, p> 0.05. This 

concludes that there is not a significant 

relationship between the number of books at 

home and the probability of becoming an active 

reader later in life. 

There are two main takeaways from looking at 

the variety of books children are exposed to at 

home, rather than the sheer amount. The first is 

that and those are that there is a positive 

relationship between the variety of books in the 

home and “active readers” and also that there is 

negative relationship between the “not active” 

readers and the variety of books they have at 

home. As the highest number (41%) of active 

readers have been exposed to a very varied 

collection of books at home during childhood 

and 21.1% had a “fairly varied” and “varied” 

types of books at home, respectively. What is 

interesting here, is that comparatively, the self 

identified 44.4% and 25.9% of “not active” 

readers did have access to a “somewhat varied” 

and “fairly varied” variety of books, 

respectively, as children. A chi-square test to see 

the relationship between whether the participants 

consider themselves to be active readers and the 

variety of books in the household, puts the p-

value at 0.13, meaning that p<0.05 and there is a 

statistically significant relationship with the 

variety of books in the home. 
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For the classroom, participants were asked to 

state the amount of books they had in their 

classrooms (the options ranged from less than 

25, 25 – 50, 50 – 75, 75 – 100, 100 – 125, 125 – 

150, and more than 150 books). These options 

were also assigned the values of 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 

7, respectively 

 

Cross tabulating, in a chi-square, the 

participant’s answers and how they identify 

themselves as readers shows that the p-value is 

0.257 and therefore p>0.05. There is not a 

statistically significant relationship between the 

two variables.  

In terms of variety of reading material, the 

participants were asked to rank the variety of 

books available to them in their classroom (the 

options ranged from Not varied at all, somewhat 

varied, fairly varied, varied, and very varied). 

These options were also assigned weights from 1 

to 5, respectively. When conducting a chi-square 

test it is noticed that, unlike variety in the home, 

p-value is 0.447. This means that p>0.05 and 

there is not a significant relationship between the 

two. 

 

R3) Is there a relationship between external 

encouragement (parent), and (general 

community) and being an active reader? 

To evaluate the relationship that external 

encouragement has with the likelihood of 

someone becoming an active reader or not, both 

the categories of those who identified 

themselves as “active readers” and “not active 

readers” were isolated from the rest of the 

rankings within the “do you consider yourself an 

active reader” variable. Therefore, this section 

will discuss only “active” and “not active” 

readers in the context of external encouragement 

in the home, school, and community. The results 

of cross tabulation are as follows: 

In terms of encouragement at home it should be 

noted that the values assigned to parental and 

sibling encouragement are as follows:  

1- Not at all encouraged 

2- Barely encouraged 

3- Somewhat encouraged 

4- Fairly encouraged 

5- Very encouraged 

A total of 55.6% of self-identified “not active 

readers” reported being “barely encouraged to 

read by parents/guardians.  Further 22.2% and 

11.1% said they were “somewhat encouraged to 

read” and “fairly encouraged to read”, 

respectively. Interestingly, an equal amount of 

participants (26.3%) “active readers” reported 

being “very encouraged” and “barely 

encouraged” to read, equally. The bulk of 

responses for “active readers” (31.6%) was that 

they were “fairly encouraged” to read by their 

parents or guardians. The “active readers” also 

responded that they were “not encouraged at all” 

and “somewhat encouraged” at 5.3% and 10.5%, 

respectively. These two variables have a p-value 

of 0.153 and p>.05. If 55.6% of self-identified 

“not active readers” said they were barely 

encouraged to read by their parents and 26.3% 

or “active readers” said they were very 

encouraged to read, then it is easy to draw a 

logical conclusion that parental encouragement 

impacts whether someone will turn out to be an 

active reader or not, although the statistical 

evidence says otherwise. 

 

More than half of “not active” readers, 55.6%, 

stated that they were “barely encouraged to 

read” by their siblings. This is what stands out in 

that category as the other four values are have a 

less than 5% difference in value. In contrast, the 
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“active readers”, mostly (36.8%) feel that they 

were “fairly encouraged” to read by their 

siblings. In addition, the same amount of 

respondents (15.8%) reported to being both 

“barely encouraged” and “very encouraged” to 

read by their siblings in this particular sample of 

participants. These two variables have a p-value 

of 0.115 

 

In relation to external encouragement in the 

community the values assigned are the same as 

the parent / sibling encouragement. Both 

“active” and “not active” readers responded that 

they feel “somewhat encouraged” to read 

through community activities. The response was 

a majority of 40.7% of “not active readers” and 

31.6% of “active readers. The majority of 

“active readers” said that they feel “barely 

encouraged” to read by their communities. It 

should be mentioned that these variables have a 

p-value of 0.115. 

 

DISCUSSION 

The findings show that the overall feeling 

among citizens and residents in the UAE is that 

there is a reading culture.  The findings also 

reveal that there is not a statistically significant 

link between the amount of books in one’s home 

and the likelihood of them becoming an active 

reader. The key to becoming an active reader is 

in variety rather than amount. The data also 

shows that external encouragement from inside 

the home and the community has an impact on 

active and not active reading. The study 

concludes the same as Mansor (2012), that 

suitability lies in a person’s motivation to read. 

LIMITATIONS 

This was just a small-scale study done on a pool 

of 200 participants. Although it is not 

representative to the general population of the 

UAE, it does shed light on some interesting 

correlations of variables pertaining to active and 

not active readers. Further research needs to be 

done on a more representative sample. The data 

was collected via twitter and this makes it hard 

to be 100% accurate in reporting. Plus, this 

survey was predominantly answered by UAE 

nationals as opposed to expats and women as 

opposed to men. These factors need to be taken 

into consideration and expanded on in future 

studies.  Also, questions should be more spec 
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